The theory of how care-giving males should respond to changes in their paternity has been a topic of much debate and study (see Westneat & Sherman 1993 for a review). On the theoretical side, the majority of controversies seem to have been resolved by clarifying the different assumptions of various models (Westneat & Sherman 1993) , but testing the theory lags behind. This is not primarily due to a lack of empirical studies addressing the problem; rather, it seems difficult to perform the appropriate tests.
In a recent commentary, Kempenaers & Sheldon (1997) argued that non-experimental studies reporting on the relationship between paternity and measures of paternal care are inappropriate to test models on the influence of paternity on paternal effort. Basically, this is because there is always a risk that descriptive relationships are confounded by other factors so that causality cannot be inferred. Instead, Kempenaers & Sheldon recommended carefully designed experiments where the male's certainty of paternity should be manipulated. This is clearly a good idea, but we think that Kempenaers & Sheldon's rejection of descriptive studies is unfortunate and unjustified. We should also like to add some comments on their recommendations for experimental studies.
The problem of interpreting correlative relationships is not restricted to the relationship between paternity and paternal effort. It is always a challenge to scientists to evaluate the possible role of confounding factors before making any conclusions from correlative data, but this does not imply that causal relationships can never be inferred from descriptive data. Kempenaers & Sheldon simply conclude that non-experimental relationships are inappropriate, that is, they leave no room for evaluating the role of confounding variables. Such an attitude has wide-ranging implications for descriptive studies in general.
Eight of the nine non-experimental studies listed in Kempenaers & Sheldon's Table 1 reported no significant relationship between paternal effort and paternity. Should these results be ignored because of a possibility of the relationships being confounded? We do not think so, because it is also possible that confounding factors are not that important, which means that the observed patterns are true and that there is no covariation between the two variables. If so, the evidence is valuable. It is the job of the researcher to make this evaluation. A further increase in the number of studies showing no relationship between paternity and paternal effort will weaken the arguments about confounding factors and strengthen the idea that the two variables are generally not causally related. One should also be aware of a possible publication bias, as publication of a positive relationship is more likely than publication of no relationship.
Assessing the value of descriptive studies concerning the relationship between paternity and paternal effort is not only a matter of considering the significance of the correlation coefficients, as implied by Kempenaers & Sheldon. The range of variation in the two variables may also convey some important information about the nature of the relationship. For example, in a study of tree swallows, Tachycineta bicolor (Lifjeld et al. 1993) , paternity ranged from 0 to 100%, while the male's
